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DuBois: Remarks at the Planning Retreat (2013)

Remarks at the VCCS Chancellor’s Annual Planning Retreat (2013)
These remarks were delivered at the Virginia Crossings Resort in Glen Allen, VA on August 13, 2013.

I

n 1968 – just two years after Virginia’s Community Colleges opened for business – “Mind the
Gap” became the safety mantra of the London Underground System.

They needed a pithy phrase because the new-fangled equipment used to announce the warning was
electronic, not mechanical, and device storage space was expensive. That expression, “Mind the
Gap” helps people, even today, get from where they are to where they want to be, safely.
We choose to borrow that phrase, “Mind the Gap!” as the theme for this year’s annual planning
retreat. So much of what we want to talk about over the next two days – so much of what we do
throughout the year – is a matter of helping people get from where they are to where they want to
be, safely and efficiently. Of course, the moral imperative of our mission demands that we do more
than just mind those gaps; we must fill them. I’ll talk about that more in just a moment.
Thank you for being part of this year’s planning retreat. It’s our most forward-looking event. We
started this tradition 11-years ago with a gathering in Williamsburg. It was a cozy affair with just 36
people. The banquet was held in my home. Our catering consisted of whatever we could get in bulk
from Costco.
Nearly 300-people registered for
this year’s event. Some even tell
me that it is their favorite
statewide event of the year (and
it’s not just because his college is
right down the street and it costs
him nothing to bring the largest
group, isn’t that right, Gary?).
Like a good family reunion, after
the consumption of perhaps a
few beverages, this planning
retreat gives us the opportunity
to really air some things out. We
can freely share what’s on our mind. We can talk about that cousin no one really likes and how that
girl he dates is ugly as sin (as Charlie White likes to say). It can get a little messy. But that’s when
things really happen. The discussions here are deeper. The topics are challenging. The thinking it
spurs can be terrific.
Over the past decade-plus, the annual planning retreat has served as a starting point for some
incredible work. That includes:
•

Two successful statewide strategic plans, including an overhaul of one plan when we found
ourselves well ahead of its expectations.
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•

•
•

o And I applaud the work done by Bobby Sandel from Virginia Western and Cheryl
Thompson-Stacy from Lord Fairfax did in leading that effort, twice.
It includes the launching of a statewide reengineering effort that has led to:
o A top-to-bottom recasting of the way we offer remedial classes in mathematics, reading
and writing;
o A credit audit that will save students from taking unnecessary classes, saving them, and
taxpayers $10 million in tuition and fees over the next three years; and
o An aggressive overhaul of the faculty evaluation plan that elevates that process from an
exercise in red tape to a focus on teaching excellence and professional development;
§ The work could have not happened without the leadership of CFAC and
specifically, Patrick Tompkins, who recently moved into administration, and
Terry Whisnant, who I am proud to tell you is recovering well from a stroke.
o My thanks go out to Bob Templin from Northern Virginia and Jack Lewis from New
River for leading that effort.
This retreat is where a successful effort began to increase state funding to hire more fulltime
faculty members across our colleges; and
Conversations about affordability at this retreat helped us break through and create a
pathway to a bachelor’s degree for less than $20,000. The idea inspires today. We continue
talking with potential partners to create similar opportunities.

Those are just a few of the initiatives and efforts that began as conversations at planning retreats like
this one. We rely on you, as the senior leaders of our colleges, to bring your unique perspectives on
the challenges we share. Your contributions make all the difference when it comes to the many gaps
that our community colleges not only have to mind but to bridge.
Minding the gaps
Those gaps come largely from contradictions: Differences between where we are and where we need
to be; differences between what we claim to prioritize and what we actually practice; and even some
differences between what we promise and what we deliver. It’s easy to forget sometimes that our
colleges are simply collections of people and that people are simply a collection of contradictions.
Fiction writer, Joan D. Vinge, had it right when she wrote, “Contradictions are what make human
behavior so maddening and yet so fascinating, all at the same time.” Right on, Joan. I want to start
this retreat by talking about six gaps that challenge our colleges. Sometimes, they’re enough to keep
me up at night and I know that I’m not alone in that. Some of these gaps are borne of
contradictions in the community; some from within our colleges; and some are just bald-faced
challenges to our very mission.
The gaps I am about to talk about are by no means the only ones we face. They are, however,
among our most urgent. They are big obstacles in: our work to attract more people to college to
help create an additional 100,000 graduates by 2025; our work with economic developers to make
the most of Virginia’s talent and; our work to fulfill our community college mission.
Bridging the gap between H.S. reality & college readiness
The first gap I want to talk about is one that weighs-down the success of our colleges; the economic
prospects of Virginia communities; and the lives of individuals. I’m talking about the gap between
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high school work and college expectations. This is a gap that our K-12 partners cannot solve by
themselves. We have to do a better job of working with them on this issue.
More than a decade after standardized testing became their gold standard; their students are no
better prepared for the rigors of college work. Half of their June graduates who come our way will
be sitting in remedial classes later this month. Half!
Just last week, the website of the Washington Post ran a piece by a retiring, award-winning high
school teacher, Kenneth Bernstein. It was both a warning to, and an apology to, college professors
for the students coming their way. These students have been subjected to standardized testing nearly
their entire academic life. In conclusion, Bernstein wrote, “Now you are seeing the results in the
students arriving at your institutions. They may be very bright. But we have not been able to prepare
them for the kind of intellectual work that you have every right to expect of them. It is for this that I
apologize, even as I know in my heart that there was little more I could have done. Which is one
reason I am no longer in the classroom.” Chilling words, eh?
Georgetown University, just this year, updated their report on the educational demands we’ll face in
the workplace by the end of the decade. By 2020, two out of every three jobs available will require
more than a high school education. That’s true in Virginia, just as its true throughout the nation.
Yet, we know that less than four out of ten students who were high school freshmen last fall in
Virginia will go on to finish an associate’s degree in three years or a bachelor’s degree in six. That
statistic, by the way, hasn’t changed since we saw it in the Governor’s P16 Council Report in 2006.
No matter how effective we make developmental education, those reforms alone are not enough to
fill this gap. We must swim upstream. Some of you are already doing it. That includes Blue Ridge,
Lord Fairfax, Mountain Empire, New River and Northern Virginia. There are anecdotal stories from
these colleges of efforts showing promise – partnerships between your professors, and high school
teachers to build the bridge these students need.
Those are wonderful. But they’re not enough. They’re a good start. Don’t get me wrong. Just as the
work our high school Career Coaches have been doing is a good start. Just as the expansion of Dual
Enrollment is a promising opportunity. We must find more systemic ways to fill the gap that
students fall through as they try to step from high school to college. We’re delaying, if not losing,
too many futures there. This is why I have asked our presidents to report to me by November 1
with plans to partner with their local K-12 leaders to strengthen college readiness. Filling this gap
requires not only our participation but our leadership.
Our gap in serving veterans
The second gap I want to mention is the one that separates our words and our actions when it
comes to serving veterans of the U.S. military. Last year, our colleges collectively served more than
41,000 students with a military status. I’m proud of that fact. And some of our colleges have earned
recognition for being, “Military friendly.” I think I’m proud of that. I’m just not sure what that really
means.
More importantly, I’m not sure if the veterans we want to serve knows what that means either. A
quick Google search will lead you to plenty of stories about veterans being served poorly, scammed
or just plain forgotten across America. This is one of those community contradictions I mentioned
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earlier. We have plenty of rally-around-the-flag moments where we sing the praises of veterans on
the Fourth of July and Veteran’s Day and then forget about them the next day.
When we say that a Virginia community college is military friendly it has to mean more than just
having a drop-in center. It has to mean more than just, we filled out a survey and earned a magazine
listing. Veterans are a tribal group. They train to work together as a team and to depend on each
other, sometimes even for survival. Those bonds continue well after they leave active duty. Social
media has only strengthened that. I believe our colleges will be truly military friendly when we hear it
from those veterans; when they are bragging about your college to their buddies and when they are
leading each other to your doors. That’s when our colleges will be truly military friendly.
As announced this week, Virginia’s Community Colleges are among the 250 institutions of higher
education to sign-on to the Obama Administration’s “8 Keys to Veterans’ Success” initiative. That’s
an effort to leverage national best practices to improve both higher education and employment
outcomes for our veterans. Closer to home, we are having conversations with partners like
Dominion Virginia Power. We want to do more when it comes to things like giving credit for prior
learning. After all, this isn’t Gomer Pyle’s army we’re talking about. Today’s veterans are coming
from the most technologically sophisticated military in human history. When you couple that
experience with everything else a veteran brings to the table like transcripts of often-random college
credits and leadership experience, we must find ways to streamline their pursuit of a credential and
their transition to a good-paying civilian career.
We have a lot to learn in this arena. Of those 41,000 we served last year, we can’t say how many of
them got credit for prior learning, nor can we say how much credit they earned. We should know
that. We should be able to talk about that with both policymakers and veterans themselves. Until we
can get our arms around that – until we can fill that gap – we cannot say that our community
colleges are as military friendly as they can be and as they should be.
Filling the gap between the two Virginias
Another gap that we need to lead in filing is the incredible divide between the two Virginias. And
I’m not talking about West Virginia. From a national perspective, Virginia seems well-positioned,
ranking seventh among the states when it comes to adults who hold at least a bachelor’s degree.
That statistic is as true as it is misleading. When it comes to educational attainment there are two
Virginias and they are as different as night and day. If you take the Golden Crescent, the region that
begins in Northern Virginia, stretches down I-95 to Richmond, and then along I-64 through
Hampton Roads, and make that its own state; it would rank number two in the nation for
educational attainment, with 38-percent of adults holding at least a bachelor’s degree.
The rest of Virginia, what we call the Rural Horseshoe, which begins on the Eastern Shore, sweeps
through the former tobacco fields of Southside, through the coal country of southwest and up
through the valley – that region is an entirely different story. Were the Rural Horseshoe to become
its own state, it would have a population of nearly three million people it would rank last in the
nation with only 19-percent of adults holding at least a bachelor’s degree. Long-standing challenges,
that defy quick fixes, have eroded rural Virginia’s pipeline of talent. One in four people who live in
rural Virginia never finished high school. One in three working age adults is out of the workforce.
The same percentage requires some form of public assistance to meet their monthly bills.
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If the Governor of Virginia were to convince some large employer to create a massive operation
creating thousands of jobs in rural Virginia, many – if not most of those jobs – would go unfilled. In
fact, we have employers there today who mutter through gritted teeth about the frustration of
having jobs they can’t fill.
We cannot ignore this gap. We must act, and we are. We are beginning the Rural Virginia Horseshoe
Initiative, a partnership between fourteen of our colleges that serve rural Virginia and the Virginia
Foundation for Community College Education, our statewide foundation. This is a ten-year initiative
that has two simple goals:
1. Raise the region’s high school graduation rate to the state average of 86-percent; and
2. Double to the percentage of people in the region who earn a postsecondary credential to 52percent.
Seven of the fourteen colleges are in the initial pilot. Ultimately, the initiative will create
opportunities for millions of dollars in matching grants that will grow some proven and effective
strategies to reach those goals.
That includes tuition
incentives to help GED
completers become
community college students
and, ultimately, graduates; and
the creation of fulltime high
school Career Coaches. In just
the seven pilot colleges, the
fulltime Career Coaches will
have some 40,000 high school
students to work with to begin
refilling a pipeline that has run
dry.
This situation took time to
develop and it will take time to
repair. But the size of the challenge cannot be an excuse for inaction. I would like commend the
leadership of our Institutional Advancement folks for driving this effort. Their work will largely
determine its success. They’ve been in town meeting since yesterday and this is one of their biggest
agenda items.
STEM-H gaps threaten Virginia’s future
That is not the only pipeline that is, or at least threatening to run dry. There is a significant gap
throughout Virginia on what we discuss and what we do in the growing fields of science,
technology, engineering, mathematics and healthcare – the fields that are captured in the term,
STEM-H.
These growing career fields are expected to dominate tomorrow’s economy. Unless something
changes, Virginia won’t be ready. Virginia, like most other states and like the nation as a whole,
won’t have enough educated people to meet the workplace demands of the year 2020.
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So, where do we stand? In 2011, 23-percent of all postsecondary degrees awarded in Virginia were in
STEM-H fields. That number needs to grow by nearly one-third just to reach the national average in
terms of STEM-H graduates – and we know that national average is insufficient to meet the
projected demands of the year 2020. Those numbers come from the experts. In this case its Chmura
Economics and Analytics who partner with us on a number of projects including the Virginia
Education Wizard.
Our community colleges must lead the way in filing this gap. One out of every five jobs available in
the year 2011 was a STEM job. And here’s the thing: half of those jobs were available to people who
had graduated with nothing higher than an associate’s degree. Those jobs carried an average annual
salary of $53,000. That’s 10-percent higher than jobs with similar educational requirements.
Two big obstacles I see here are the students who are coming our way and the programs that we
offer them. Let me talk about the first one, the students who are coming our way. The Virginia
Education Wizard allows us to see what its users are exploring in terms of potential careers. Do you
know what the top five careers explored by K-12 students and the public include:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Actors
Photographers
Fashion Designers
Musicians and Singers
Writers and Authors

Less than 7-percent of the 50 most popular career interests are in STEM-H fields. Should that
surprise us? We live in a celebrity-obsessed media culture. Some people are famous today for
nothing more than being famous. You no longer have to be good at anything to get your 15 minutes
of fame. You just need a Twitter account, it seems.
What can we do to convince young people to care about their future as much as they care about
their friends’ Facebook updates? What can we do to get young people to spend as much time
exploring career options as they do shopping for clothes online? As the father of three, I know just
how tough those questions can be.
A newly released federal government report underscores this problem. African-Americans and
Latinos are significantly underrepresented in STEM careers. These are the same people we promise
to serve with our Achieve 2015 focus on underrepresented populations. Further, I wonder about
how responsive our colleges are to what’s happening in STEM-H?
In the past year, our colleges submitted, and our State Board approved, 25 new academic programs
consisting of:
•
•
•

17 career studies certificates;
Three other certificates; and
Five associate’s degrees.

Only one-third of those (36%) were in STEM-H fields. Virginia needs us to do more in this area if
that gap is to close.
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What does student success really mean?
Another question that plagues us, and creates a perception gap about our colleges, is what do we
really mean when we use the phrase, “Student Success?” In Achieve 2015, we defined student
success as those who earned a credential or completed 12 hours with us before transferring to a
four-year institution. But is that enough?
Is student success about a handing off a student with a bag of our credits to a university? Is it about
earning one of our credentials? That’s where we are comfortable. How uncomfortable would it be,
though, if we were to expand what student success means to include earning a job that could
support, at least, a middle class lifestyle? What implications would that have for the programs we
offer?
This is, after all, what we brag about. We like to say that our community colleges are the Ellis Island
of higher education. We like to say that we offer everyone a chance at the American Dream. Is that
true for every program we offer? If not, why not?
Increasingly, we have the tools to take a critical look at this. Between the Virginia Education Wizard
and the Virginia Longitudinal Data System, we can now see a clear picture of how our programs
align with workforce needs and how successful our graduates are. It is time, I believe, to take a hard
look at that gap between what we take pride in as an institution and what we’re putting out to the
community.
Are we funding our priorities?
The final gap I would like to speak with you about is the one that exists between our rhetorical
aspirations and our resource allocations. As we have worked through Achieve 2015 and our
reengineering taskforce, I have often said that the money we need to confront our challenges is
already in our budget. Over the last two years, our funding from the state has moved from a place of
double-digit percentage cuts to small increases. But the sentiment holds true.
As a system, we have learned so much since we introduced the Dateline 2009 strategic plan. In
simple terms we have moved from an access agenda to a student success agenda. But as our focus
has shifted our funding formula has not. If our funding formula was to match our strategic goals
then enrolling an underrepresented student would be rewarded. Successfully coaching that student
through developmental education would be rewarded. That student’s attainment, graduation and
transfer, all would be rewarded. Our current funding formula, however, ignores those achievements.
We can’t continue to tolerate that gap between what we say is important and what we are willing to
spend money on. Virginia’s Community Colleges must operate on a funding formula that is
transparent and grounded in our strategic goals. While opinions will vary on the details of any new
formula, we can all agree that the existing one doesn’t fit our needs.
I will soon announce a task force – a Dream Team, if you will – to tackle this challenge and draft a
new funding formula. I believe the talent we need to do this is largely in this room today. In fact, I’ll
make you a deal: If you want to be part of that work, let me know. Your participation will require
you to agree to two things: One, the workgroup will produce a recommendation. And two, the
status quo simply won’t do. No pressure, friends.
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A bold vision
Those are the six gaps that I see in what we offer Virginia:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

College readiness
Serving veterans
Rural Virginia needs
STEM-H readiness
The meaning of student success
Funding our priorities

What would it mean for Virginia if we filled those gaps? What if we brought to bear our VCCS’
legacy of success, our reputation for boldness and innovation and closed them all? And what could
that look like?
I have a good idea of where that could take us and I’m asking you to join me. Every generation of
community college leaders faces the same challenge: we must translate and focus our timeless
mission to meet today’s community needs.
We have a rare opportunity today to focus our mission in a way that will truly lead Virginia. I’m
talking about an effort that we cannot do alone; but without us it cannot be done. I’m talking about
a campaign to end first generation student status in the Commonwealth of Virginia by the year 2025.
Graduating from college will always be a special moment for any family, worthy of celebration and it
should be. We are long past the point, however, where that achievement should be unknown to any
Virginia family. Think about what it would mean for a future Virginia governor to lead a trade
delegation anywhere in the world and proudly proclaim, “There is a college graduate living in every
Virginia home.” Think about what that would mean for the employers who are already here,
considering expansion. Think about what it would mean for every young person growing up in
Virginia surrounded by friends and family who are no longer intimidated by the myths and mystique
that can make college feel so far away.
We can do this. We’ve been preparing for it for a long time now. In 1962, President John F.
Kennedy challenged the nation to send a man to the moon and safely return him to Earth. We met
that challenge in less than eight years. We successfully sent people on a half-million-mile round trip.
Today, I want to challenge Virginia, over the next dozen years, to inspire, to convince, to recruit
every Virginia family to make the thirty-minute trip to your campus. If that’s too far, we can meet
them at their kitchen table with classes on their laptop computer or tablet. If we can get a man to the
moon in eight years, we can get people to our colleges in 12. We can do this.
Welcome to our next strategic plan
So how do we begin to pursue that vision? We begin today. Ladies and gentlemen: Welcome to the
conversation that is the starting point for the next statewide strategic plan for Virginia’s Community
Colleges.
Here, our work begins to create the plan that will follow Achieve 2015. It may seem hard to believe
but we are at the final chapters of that plan. Through the remainder of 2013, I will do two things to
get this conversation rolling.
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First, I will conduct a series of six town hall meetings across the state to talk to people, both inside
and outside our colleges, to hear the unmet community needs we should address. It’s a process that
served us well in building Achieve’15.
Secondly, I will announce a taskforce that will be doing the heavy lifting of putting the plan together.
I would like to thank John Downey from Blue Ridge for agreeing to chair that effort. I would
further like to thank Edna Baehre-Kolovani from Tidewater for agreeing to co-chair the taskforce.
You’ll be hearing a lot more about this as we move forward.
I began my remarks today by explaining why we choose the phrase, Mind the Gap, as the theme for
this year’s planning retreat. I shared with you some of the biggest gaps that I see – gaps that we have
to not simply mind, but fill. There are some tough questions there; some uncomfortable things to
think about.
And I’ll share one last little secret with you. We’re not going to get it all right, at least not at first.
And that’s okay. That’s as it should be. I say that because I look around this room and see the most
impressive collection of talent Virginia’s Community Colleges have ever had in their leadership. I see
people who began as counselors and worked their way up to become community college presidents.
I see people who have honed their craft in other places and brought it here to be part of this team.
And best of all, I see courage.
Theodore Roosevelt once said, “Far better to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs even
though checkered by failure, than to remain with those poor spirits who neither enjoy much nor
suffer much because they live in the gray twilight that knows not victory nor defeat.”
We’re going to succeed because we have the talent and we’re not afraid to confront these gaps. Our
mission isn’t some platitude etched on a pretty plaque. It’s a living sentiment that comes at us every
day. It’s a passion that gives us purpose.
I believe in Virginia’s Community Colleges. I believe in their leaders. I believe in you. And I can’t
wait to see what we accomplish next.
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